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The Cost of Living Well in Morgantown 
By Amy Higginbotham, Economist 
 
The cost of living for a professional household in Morgantown is on par with a selection of the 
nation’s urban areas, according to the ACCRA Cost of Living Index. Morgantown was the 76th 
most expensive place to live among the 298 urban areas that participated in the survey during the 
forth quarter of 2005. 
 
The ACCRA Cost of Living Index reflects the cost differentials for the standard of living present 
in a professional or managerial household in the top income quintile found in urban areas 
throughout the U.S. and Canada. These differentials are estimated through more than 50,000 
prices covering almost 60 different goods and services for which prices are collected. ACCRA, a 
professional association of community and economic development researchers, compiles these 
prices and publishes the Cost of Living Index on a quarterly basis. The Bureau of Business and 
Economic Research conducted the price survey in conjunction with ACCRA by canvassing 
Morgantown area businesses. 
 
ACCRA calculates the index through a weighting structure. For instance, grocery items carry a 
weight of 13 percent of the total while housing and health care items carry a weight of 29 and 4 
percent respectively. The average for all areas participating in the cost of living survey is 100 and 
each city’s index is interpreted compared to the average for all places. An index below 100 means 
that an area’s cost of living is less than average and an index number above 100 means that it is 
above average. 
 
Morgantown’s cost for a professional/managerial household’s standard of living was 1.1 percent 
above the average in the fourth quarter of 2005. In comparison to other participating local urban 
areas (Charleston, Martinsburg, and Pittsburgh), Morgantown was the highest priced due to 
housing, utilities, and health care costs, as demonstrated in Figure 1 below. 
 
When comparing Morgantown, which is home to West Virginia University, to other Big East 
Conference university cities, Morgantown’s cost of living comes in slightly higher. Syracuse, 
New York, which registered a composite index of 100.4, came the closest to the national average 
and to Morgantown’s cost of living. The newest universities to the Big East Conference, 
Cincinnati, Louisville, and South Florida, all came in with lower total index levels. In fact, 
Cincinnati came in with the lowest at 7 percent below the national average of participating areas 
and 8.1 percent below Morgantown. 
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The highest cost city for a professional/managerial standard of living for the fourth quarter of 
2005 was 102.1 percent more expensive than in Morgantown. New York (Manhattan), New 
York, whose index was more than twice the national average, had the highest overall index of the 
298 cities. Other major cities had indexes above that found in Morgantown, as shown in Table 1. 
Washington, DC and Philadelphia, Pennsylvania were both in the top 30 most expensive cities, 
with indexes of 41 percent and 23 percent higher than the index for Morgantown. The closest 
major city to Morgantown in terms of cost of living was Denver, Colorado, whose index was at 
100.6. 
 
Among the expenditure components, Morgantown has slightly below average prices of cities 
surveyed for the standard basket of grocery and transportation items as well as miscellaneous 
good and services. Grocery prices are less than a half of a percent below the national average. 
Transportation items, which includes auto maintenance and gasoline, falls 1.9 percent below the 
national average while the 19 items that account for the miscellaneous goods and services 
category show up as 3.2 percent below the national average.  
 
Morgantown’s housing, utility and health care items are priced higher than in the average 
participating urban area in the U.S. according the ACCRA. Housing, which takes into account the 
prices of houses and apartments that a typical professional or managerial household would own or 
rent in the area as well as any mortgage rates they would typically incur, in the Morgantown area 
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is 3.1 percent higher than the national average and 17.2 percent higher than in Charleston, West 
Virginia as Figure 1 indicates. Utility prices in Morgantown landed in the top 20 percent of 
participating urban areas, with natural gas prices being 44.6 percent higher than the national 
average price of those areas who reported natural gas usage in professional and managerial 
households. Health care also falls above the national average with prices for services such as teeth 
cleaning and eye exams in Morgantown being 4.7 percent higher than the nation but 27.5 percent 
lower than the highest priced city of Juneau, Alaska. 
 
While the ACCRA Cost of Living Index provides a measure of relative costs for Morgantown 
and other urban areas throughout the U.S., it has its limitations. It measures regional differences 
in the cost of consumer goods and services but excludes taxes. ACCRA recognizes that taxes are 
an integral part of the cost of living but due to the multiplicity of state and local taxes, tax 
jurisdictions, and assessment procedures, it is not feasible to calculate local tax burdens reliably. 
The ACCRA index also is not representative of the entire population since its standard basket of 
surveyed items is designed to reflect buying habits of professional and executive households in 
the top income quintile. For instance, housing costs are given a relatively heavy weight in the cost 
of living index since high-income households tend to spend more on housing than the average 
household.  
 
Metropolitan Area
Composit Index 
(100%)
Grocery Items 
(13%)
Housing 
(29%)
Utilities 
(10%)
Transportation 
(9%)
Health Care 
(4%)
Misc. Goods & 
Services (35%)
Estimated 2004 
MSA 
Population
Morgantown 101.1 99.6 103.1 112.8 98.1 104.7 96.8 113,774
Other West Virginia Urban Areas
     Charleston 92.6 92.9 88.0 94.8 100.0 92.5 93.9 307,763
     Martinsburg 89.8 88.4 93.0 77.6 87.5 95.1 91.2 4,000,206*
Eastern Land Grant University Communities
     Columbus, OH (Ohio State University) 102.3 99.5 104.4 114.6 98.9 107.6 98.4 1,693,906
     Charlottesville, VA (University of Virginia) 107.2 119.8 103.7 91.2 97.1 109.1 112.5 180,901
     Knoxville, TN (University of Tennessee) 87.5 88.7 78.3 90.1 90.1 90.4 93.1 647,170
     Lexington, KY (University of Kentucky) 94.9 96.5 85.2 105.8 94.4 99.2 98.7 424,661
     Raleigh, NC (North Carolina State University) 91.6 100.4 74.9 97.5 92.8 118.1 97.2 914,680
Big East Conference Communities
     Cincinnati, OH (Cincinnati) 93.0 94.1 82.3 110.0 88.9 95.5 97.3 2,058,221
     Pittsburgh, PA (Pittsburgh) 93.0 96.5 88.7 96.6 91.3 91.2 94.9 2,401,575
     Louisville, KY (Louisville) 93.9 92.4 81.3 93.9 111.0 97.2 100.1 1,200,847
     Syracuse, NY (Syracuse) 100.4 103.6 84.3 136.6 110.9 93.9 100.3 653,988
     Tampa, FL (South Florida) 96.0 102.0 89.1 88.9 105.4 98.3 98.9 2,587,967
MSA Population Between 100,000 - 120,000 (Surrounding States)
     Bowling Green, KY 93.9 99.9 84.5 94.2 92.5 101.3 99.0 109,089
     Harrisonburg, VA 107.9 100.7 112.5 135.0 94.9 95.2 103.9 111,284
     Staunton-Waynesboro, VA 101.5 100.1 100.6 120.2 96.7 95.2 99.4 113,369
     Williamsport, PA 95.9 93.9 90.1 116.7 88.9 96.0 97.4 118,542
Major U.S. Metro Areas
     Atlanta, GA 97.4 94.9 94.3 87.3 109.7 100.4 100.2 4,708,297
     Boston, MA 135.4 123.1 170.1 122.7 108.7 131.3 122.3 4,424,649
     Chicago, IL 117.4 119.0 133.5 110.9 112.1 108.2 107.6 9,391,515
     Cleveland, OH 99.2 107.2 93.3 115.4 97.0 101.0 97.0 2,137,073
     Denver, CO 100.6 104.5 101.8 91.6 99.0 109.1 100.2 2,330,146
     Houston, TX 88.9 84.7 72.9 103.3 103.8 98.5 94.8 5,180,443
     Los Angeles, CA 159.0 136.6 266.1 108.8 105.1 118.9 111.3 12,925,330
     Miami, FL 116.2 101.5 144.6 101.4 107.2 119.5 104.3 5,361,723
     New York (Manhattan), NY 204.3 139.6 375.4 139.6 110.5 128.0 138.0 18,709,802
     Philadelphia, PA 123.9 121.5 144.6 111.4 103.4 114.9 117.5 5,800,614
     Seattle, WA 115.3 106.7 134.2 98.6 109.3 118.3 108.7 3,166,828
     St. Louis, MO 94.3 105.8 90.9 100.4 95.8 92.9 90.8 2,764,054
     Washington, DC 142.4 105.8 220.6 113.9 112.3 112.3 110.5 5,139,549
*Population for the Washington-Arlington-Alexandria DC-VA-MD-WV Metro Division
ACCRA Cost of Living Index                                                                                             
Forth Quarter 2005
Table 1
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Region/Indicator 2003 2004 2005 Jul. 2005 Aug. 2005 Sep. 2005 Oct. 2005 Nov. 2005 Dec. 2005
Morgantown MSA
Total Nonfarm Employment 54,417 56,012 57,490 58,016 57,583 58,476 56,715 58,186 58,623
Total Nonfarm Employment (%) 3.7 2.9 2.6 35.7 -8.6 20.3 -30.7 36.0 9.4
Nat. Res. and Mining 820 813 870 919 930 922 925 834 830
Construction 2,378 2,460 2,660 2,741 2,804 2,721 2,585 2,779 2,812
Manufacturing 3,492 3,647 3,820 3,842 3,818 3,866 3,865 3,917 3,952
Trade, Trans., and Util. 7,599 7,753 7,910 7,972 7,926 8,041 7,962 7,897 7,927
Information 678 631 590 582 600 620 598 619 667
Financial Activities 1,633 1,693 1,660 1,627 1,657 1,638 1,623 1,674 1,659
Prof. & Bus. Servs. 4,418 4,760 4,980 4,919 5,079 5,278 5,316 5,170 5,129
Educ. & Health Servs 10,370 10,788 11,030 11,153 11,097 11,182 11,311 11,331 11,310
Leisure and Hospitality 4,612 4,963 5,110 5,243 5,093 4,909 4,858 4,881 4,995
Other Services 2,775 2,763 2,750 2,718 2,751 2,746 2,778 2,787 2,805
Total Government 15,643 15,743 16,110 16,301 15,828 16,552 14,893 16,296 16,538
Unemployment Rate (%) 4.5 3.8 3.6 3.6 4.0 4.1 3.8 3.1 2.8
Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil. AR) 15.870 37.647 24.694 29.712 30.912 23.952 25.476 38.736 20.304
Non-Building Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 17.245 18.627 13.058 17.664 12.456 47.136 0.000 25.248 0.000
Non-Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 70.858 119.664 87.076 12.000 110.400 131.208 156.192 75.456 100.140
Residential Const. Contracts (Units AR) 157 456 182 348 192 168 156 204 120
Population 113,502 113,774 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Per Capita Personal Income ($) 25,927 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
West Virginia
Total Nonfarm Employment (thous.) 727.6 736.2 743.5 743.7 742.9 742.0 745.7 745.1 744.6
Total Nonfarm Employment (%) -0.8 1.2 1.0 -4.9 -1.3 -1.4 6.2 -1.0 -0.8
Unemployment Rate (%) 6.0 5.3 5.1 5.6 5.5 5.7 5.2 4.9 4.7
Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil. AR) 725 844 1,134 1,109 1,425 1,295 923 1,422 1,290
Non-Building Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 509 681 1,004 286 1,791 1,597 674 267 3,722
Non-Residential Const. Contracts ($ mil., NSA AR) 482 527 680 354 693 1,096 467 951 1,453
Residential Const. Contracts (Units AR) 5,271 6,113 5,576 6,078 6,153 4,867 3,602 4,322 3,161
Population 1,810,347 1,812,548 1,816,856 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Per Capita Personal Income ($) 24,450 25,681 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
United States
Total Nonfarm Employment (thous.) 129,999 131,480 133,631 133,865 134,013 134,030 134,055 134,360 134,468
Total Nonfarm Employment (%) -0.3 1.1 1.6 2.5 1.3 0.2 0.2 2.8 1.0
Unemployment Rate (%) 6.0 5.5 5.1 5.0 4.9 5.1 4.9 5.0 4.9
Population 290,850,005 293,656,842 296,410,404 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Per Capita Personal Income ($) 31,487 33,041 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Notes:
Construction data is from FW Dodge. Monthly data is reported at annual rate. NSA means Non-seasonally Adjusted data. AR indicates annual rate
Per Capita Personal Income is from www.bea.gov , Population is based on Census estimates on July 1 of that year
Employment data is from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and WORKFORCE West Virginia
 Data compiled by WVU Bureau of Business and Economic Research, www.bber.wvu.edu
Morgantown MSA Economic Indicators
Year Month
(Seasonally Adjusted Unless Otherwise Noted)
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